Asymmetry in the intensive care unit: redressing imbalance and meeting the needs of family.
The purpose of this study was to develop a way for nurses to understand how they negotiate and work with families in the intensive care unit (ICU). The importance of family to the critically ill patient is described in previous research; however, research exploring how to work with families in the clinical context of ICU is modest and there is little information and research to understand how the nurse might work to integrate family and understand family needs in the clinical context. The study was designed using action research methodology where an action research group of registered nurses from ICU proposed changes to how the family are defined, assessed and understood. In the action research group and reflective conversations, the group planned new assessment tools to use in ICU to work with the family. Exploring their pragmatic knowledge of the context, the action research group suggested ways of working with families that did not impede the clinical work of the ICU. Families provided information about themselves and the patient that helped the nurse to plan care that redressed some of the asymmetrical nature of the relationship in the ICU. This research created novel ways of viewing family and offers strategies to address asymmetry between families and ICU professionals. Positive steps to redress asymmetrical relationships can help ensure that family care is better integrated into ICU practice.